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The International Food Policy Research Institute received a second round of funding from the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation to adapt and validate measures of women’s empowerment that agricultural 
development projects can use to diagnose key areas of women’s (and men’s) disempowerment, design 
appropriate strategies to address deficiencies, and monitor project outcomes related to women’s 
empowerment. This second round—the Gender, Agriculture and Assets Project (GAAP2), runs for five 
years (2015–2020), building on the experience of GAAP1 that took place between 2010 and 2014. GAAP1 
worked with a set of agricultural development projects to incorporate gender into their monitoring and 
evaluation frameworks and evaluate their impacts on women’s assets. GAAP2 expands the focus of GAAP1 
to examine not only assets, but also other aspects of women’s empowerment, including activities to work 
with projects to develop and test tools to measure women’s empowerment within agricultural 
development projects and to enable projects to use these tools to design, modify, and assess their activities 
to empower women. 
 
Over the past two years (2016–17), GAAP2 has been testing and validating the project level- Women’s 
Empowerment in Agriculture Index (pro-WEAI) to make it suitable for individual projects in the 
agricultural sector and beyond. As a CGIAR research fellow, attached to the United Nations Joint Program 
on “Accelerating progress towards Rural Women’s Economic Empowerment (UNJP-RWEE), my role has 
been to support development of qualitative tools and the quantitative livestock add-on module of the pro-
WEAI. I have also provided technical support on ‘gender and livestock’ and synthesized women’s 
empowerment issues in livestock projects in the GAAP2 portfolio. 
 
Over these years I have participated in different activities/events and expanded my knowledge and 




















Table 1. Activities and key learnings 






GAAP2 was launched with the inception workshop held at the World Agroforestry Centre 
(ICRAF) in Nairobi, Kenya and was co-organized by African Women in Agricultural Research 
and Development (AWARD). During this meeting, I got to learn about the overall initiative, its 
objectives, and modalities; and measures of women’s empowerment, particularly the Women’s 
Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI) and their uses in development programming.  In 
this meeting, participants developed components of a project-level WEAI (pro-WEAI) that can 
be used for assessing the impact of different types of agricultural development projects on 
women’s empowerment. We also laid the foundation for a GAAP2 Community of Practice 
(CoP) and the GAAP2 timeline. At this time, I was not attached to any project but got to learn 
about the different projects that had been selected to be part of the GAAP2 portfolio. It’s here 
that my interests inclined towards the United Nations Joint Program on ‘Accelerating progress 
towards Rural Women’s Economic Empowerment (UNJP-RWEE), one of the projects in the 
GAAP2 portfolio. After a couple of months, I was selected as one of the CGIAR research 
fellows to provide technical support to the UNJP-RWEE on qualitative methods.  What I 
learned was that pro-WEAI was not yet developed and it was upon us to develop the tool 
through action research - learning by doing. I realized that the learning curve was going to be 
steep. I appreciated GAAP2’s approach to engage stakeholders right from the start as it 
created a sense of belonging and accountability to the project and the communities we serve.  
2 Mid-term 
project review 




This workshop built an appreciation of the types of information and potential value of 
qualitative work vis-a-vis quantitative work. During this meeting, themes emerged from 
different qualitative studies, showing us how qualitative findings substantiate or contradict pro-
WEAI indicators.  
Most of the projects in the portfolio had not finalized their qualitative studies including the 
UNJP and this meeting motivated us to give it a go, particularly to further understand the local 
meaning and perceptions of empowerment? The major challenge that I observed was how to 
get the local definition of empowerment without NGO speak. It became clear that 
empowerment is conditioned by intersectionality: household type (nuclear and joint or 
extended household, social location of the woman in a household, cases, ethnicity (social 
norms), asset (and assets brought to marriage as dowry, migration of husbands or in joint 
family of ‘sons”, occupational status. It also became apparent that there was need for a more 
systematic method to collect qualitative data. During this meeting, it also became clear to me 
that pro-WEAI can be used to develop strategies to adapt and improve the projects to 
increase their impact on women’s empowerment. However, it was not so clear whether pro-
WEAI can be used as a monitoring tool, and this issue has been discussed on other events.  
This meeting also provided a platform to try using Slack and motivated participants to share 
information on Slack.  Many people are slow to join virtual networks and one has to be 
innovative to sell the idea and get people’s buy in. I noted that having researchers try using the 
application while in the workshops worked out well. But the challenge of sustaining 










This meeting brought together multiple partners and donors who shared their thoughts about 
the current trends in Agriculture and how pro-WEAI can be scaled up at national, regional or 
international levels. The emphasis placed on how our work contributes to policy and the SDGs 
informed my future research agenda.  The weak ties among CGIAR centers was expressed and 
this needed strengthening. One of the ways to do this is to conduct collaborative research on 
novel areas that contribute to the global agenda. I have embarked on this agenda, working with 
multiple CGIAR centers and national research organizations to develop gender capacities for 
agricultural research. 
Current trends such as commitment to international policies, challenges that urbanization and 
increased incomes present in empowering women were key in this debate. How can 
international policies be integrated into national policies? How can we improve women’s 
participation in decision making, partnerships, descent employment, and access to markets?  
These are in line with the WEAI and the CGIAR can play a role in using the pro-WEAI to 
advance the political agenda. Current instruments can be used to inform policy – national and 
international policies. As researchers, we ought to be thinking about the policy implications for 
this tool and vice versa?  How can we build synergies between the work done by the CGIAR 
and this tool both at national and international policy level? There is need to focus on 
generating evidence to inform policies and programs and make more effort to strengthen 
national data systems. 
GAAP2 developed tools to measure women’s empowerment which can also be used to 
determine if the project is empowering women? Pro-WEAI captures more diverse aspects and 
context matters a lot.  Strategies need to be in place to help women empower themselves, 
using the opportunities provided by government and other institutions and structures. It was 
interesting to note that Pro-WEAI does not measure power-over. I also highly welcomed the 







Being a research fellow on this project was a rewarding experience. I supported the project in 
developing qualitative tools, data collection, analysis and report writing. The qualitative study 
was conducted in Adami Tulu and Yaya Gulele Woredas (districts), Oromia region, Ethiopia. 
Throughout this project, I came to learn several things:  
• There is no single term in the local languages to express the term empowerment. In 
Ethiopia, women and men used different terms to refer to ‘empowerment’ but it was 
mostly attributed to ‘being capable”. Its very important to solicit the local terms from 
community members and make it clear to all participants. The questions used to 
capture the local understanding of empowerment required in-depth probing, drawing 
community members away from what they defined as an ideal woman or man and 
begin thinking outside the box.  
• From this study, it became apparent that women’s empowerment is complex and 
subjected to local standards. Women’s empowerment is manifested in broader 
patterns and definitions, some of which can be quantified, and others can’t be 
quantified. 
• A clear research guide was prepared in advance to provide a roadmap for the 
qualitative study – with relevant tools and questions for the study.  
• Training of the research team and conducting a pilot study in Addis Ababa (July 26–
30, 2017) was helpful in providing clarity and understanding the tools, questions, 
testing and refining these after the pilot study. The pre-test also helped testing 
important field aspects such as translations, activity timing, note taking and group 
control, including procedures for on-spot analysis. As a result, the methodology and 
tools were made “fit for purpose” and there was a very clear roadmap. 
• Use of local language was helpful to better capture the issues and meanings from the 
community members, and helped mitigate challenges related to misunderstanding of 
questions, concepts and terms. Finding the local term for ‘empowerment’, together 
with the participants was very helpful in streamlining the discussion on the meaning of 
empowerment. 
• Daily debriefing with enumerators was a useful activity because: i) it helped to capture 
main events and findings during the day, while still fresh in the mind and ii) enhanced 
sharing and learning among enumerators for quality data collection; iii) it was also 
helpful in creating a harmonized understanding of the widely used terms such as: 
empowerment and joint-ness in decision making after discussing with participants iv) 
helped identify gaps that needed to be addressed and mechanisms to do so.  
• Plenary discussions with both men and women participants after the separate group 
discussions: After the separate discussions with men and women, there was a plenary 
session, where men and women came together to discuss the emerging findings, 
thereby identifying similarities and differences. The plenary sessions were helpful to 
validate findings.  
• Data collection went well with team members that were trained and equipped to 
facilitate group discussions and collect in-depth and relevant findings. There was need 
for flexibility based on the nature of participants, variables to be scored, and number 
 7 
of beans to use when scoring among others. We also noted that additional ‘direct 
observation’ tools would help triangulate some of the claims especially on women’ 
role in field activities. It’s important to pay attention to the time of the study. Our 
study was conducted during the peak season and farmers barely had time to sit for 2 
hours. Getting female participants on market days was a challenge. We used the men 
and women’s definitions of an empowered/disempowered woman/man to select the 
case studies. There were some inconsistences with the criteria and people who were 
interviewed. Conducting individual interviews at the homestead helped validate the 
indicators/claims of empowerment. 
• Data analysis: This was done during and after data collection – during fieldwork, 
participants were given an opportunity to comment on the emerging findings during 
the plenary sessions, held at the end of each group discussion. This helped to validate 
findings and provide more clarity to some of the emerging ideas. More analysis 
continued after fieldwork for deeper understanding and meaning, including generation 
of themes that informed the report.  Another lesson learned is that qualitative 
analysis and report writing needs time to think through the data in a systematic 
manner, including triangulation.  Context plays a key role in understanding the 
meaning of empowerment and indicators of empowerment. 
• The results revealed that development project can empower women. To secure 
men’s support for the project, it is crucial for the project to work on enhancing 
women’s ability to decide together with their husbands rather than focusing on 
promoting women’s individual choices. Emphasis on joint decision-making aligns with 
the locally accepted behavioral norms and fosters progressive and culturally 
acceptable social transformations, although some of the women were happy to be 
able to decide alone.  
• Strengthening the contextual understanding of the existing gender relations by 
carrying out gender analysis can aid identification of the root causes of gender 
inequalities in the project area, so that interventions are tailored towards addressing 
the identified issues. Such knowledge should be used to shift institutional structures 
that shape women’s choice and voice and ultimately their lives and future. 
Additionally, gender analysis should be used to understand how gender inequalities 
and power inequalities intersect with other demographic characteristics such as age, 
wealth, marital status etc. 
5 Slack This was part of a Community of Practice on measuring women’s empowerment in agricultural 
development projects. The training received on how to facilitate virtual meetings was very 
insightful as I got to learn how to do so. The major challenge has been sustaining active 
participation on Slack. I do appreciate that it’s one way to minimize physical meetings and save 





project reports  
As indicated above, one of my roles was to synthesize qualitative findings of the livestock 
projects in the GAAP2 portfolio. It’s been very challenging to deliver on this output because it 
depended on the pace of the individual projects. Most of the projects delayed and the reports 
came in late. Practically reports from two out of four livestock projects were archived in 2018 
and available for review, yet in draft form. The reports had no systematic structure to report 
on the impact of livestock projects and extracting information from these reports was time 
consuming. My suggestion is that in future, the GAAP2 should provide a well-structured 
template that all projects can use to document including the context, empowerment processes, 
empowerment outcomes, intersectionality, learnings/challenges, etc. Projects can then add to 
this template to meet their own interests. The template should aim at capturing the most 
pertinent issues that researchers should not miss out to aid comparison across cross projects 
and trace patterns of empowerment. The research questions need to be clear. Well-structured 
reports will make it easier to extract information and draw comparisons across projects–their 
approaches and outcomes.  
There will be important to also systematize data collection methods across projects (to a 
greater extent possible) during the testing phase. Some projects had controls while others did 
not. GAAP2 PIs might want to look into the different methods used by the projects and assess 
the value they add to the qual protocol. 
I also suggest that projects should have separate qual and quant reports before integrating the 
two. This will probably help projects capture more detail for qualitative analysis. The research 
teams might also need training on how to analyze qualitative data, and how to integrate qual 




Our project (RWEE) did not get to this point. It would have been great to integrate the two 



























Husband and wife demonstrate division of labor in maize production      
(photo: UNWomen/Fikerte Abebe). 
 
 




GAAP2 team conduct training with data collectors (photo: ILRI/Annet Mulema). 
 
